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Prologue



Paris, July 2016


Clouds bearded the moon and the horizon was still inky, with every one of the world-famous lights turned off, save for the beacon at the top of the distinctive tower that distinguished the famous city even in the dark. The two men moved unseen on the mansard roofs, keeping their heads below the ridge line, bodies curled inwards like autumn leaves, their stealthy footsteps no more than the mere padding of cats to the sleeping inhabitants of the apartments below.


Catching sight of their mark on the other side of the street, they stopped and crouched between the dormers, their eyes counting down the number of windows echoed in the matching buildings across the street. In silence, they spooled out the rope, the carabiners clipped on their harnesses clattering together like chimes as they moved – sure-footed, pulses up – and anchored themselves to the chimney stack.


The first man stepped over the edge, feeling that familiar rush as gravity exerted its might and the rope tightened; he paused for a second, checking that everything would hold, before dropping down below the roofline, pushing off from the wall with his feet every few metres.


The other man followed and within a minute, they were there – the dust-screened windows which had first caught their attention, every bit as obscured, close up, as they had hoped. The Juliet balcony outside it was shallow, wide enough only for a potted rose, but it was sufficient for a foothold and they swung their legs over the intricate balustrade. Standing with their feet parallel to the wall, they could angle their body weight in to the building and each of them cupped his hands around his face, trying to peer past the obfuscated glass. But it was like trying to see through smoke.


In the distance, a siren sounded and both men stiffened, their reflexes sharp as they tracked which direction it was coming from – and where it was heading to.


Not here. That was all they needed to know.


They resumed their efforts to get in, gloved hands on the doors. There was no handle on the outside and the inner, left-facing, door didn’t budge, but the outer one rattled lightly, showing it was loose. Loose enough, anyway. These doors were old – the wood rotting, the single-glazing so thin they could crack it with a sneeze. But even that wouldn’t be necessary. The first man had bent his knees and, his eye level with the latch, could clearly see the thin metal arm of an old-fashioned hook that was the only thing keeping the outside out. He grabbed his knife from his back pocket and jemmying it into the gap, quickly flicked it upwards. The hook swung up, round and back, knocking lightly against itself.


They were in. It was that easy – a sharp eye, a rope and a knife.


The doors were stiff with neglect, the hinges protesting with loud creaks as they were forced back, but open they did and both men stepped onto the parquet floor. They twisted their head-torches on and, unclipping themselves from the ropes, began to move silently through the empty rooms.


The air was so stale it almost had a physical texture to it and they couldn’t help but cough, even though the need for silence was paramount. That wasn’t all they disturbed – their footsteps on the dusty floor recorded their path through the apartment like tracks in the snow, but who would ever see? It was obvious no one apart from them knew this place was still here. It was hidden in plain sight, the neighbours’ apathy no doubt perpetuating the secret, everyone working on the assumption that it belonged to someone else; that it was someone else’s problem. You couldn’t just lose an apartment, after all; couldn’t forget you owned it.


But someone had.


The first man stopped in the kitchen. A single chair lay on its side on the floor, a dresser stood bare, its hooks like curled, arthritic fingers with nothing to hold. There wasn’t a pot or a pan, a bucket or mop. The place had been stripped.


Disappointed, they walked further down the hall, their twin beams of light crossing over each other like duelling swords in the blackness as they continued to search.


Both men stopped at the threshold to the bedroom. An iron bedstead was pushed against the back wall but that wasn’t what quickened their pulses. A large wooden crate stood at the end, the lid splintered from where it had been levered off, a crowbar still on the bed slats.


They hurried over, the first man squinting as he read a small sheet of paper stapled to the inside. The handwritten script had faded in the sun but there was a company name and oval logo on the top and it looked like some kind of pro-forma docket.


Behind him, the second man tripped over something on the floor and lurched heavily into the end of the bed. He swore and looked back irritably, picking up the offending article. He had thought it just a rag, but on closer inspection saw it was a child’s toy – a cloth duck comforter, its stuffed head bald from overuse, the terry towelling fabric bleached with age and thick with dust. The man immediately sneezed, letting it drop to the floor again.


So much for silence, his companion thought. They might as well just hold a party and invite the neighbours.


‘Holy shit,’ he whispered, shining a light into the crate as he stared in.


The second man hurried over, his torch too flooding the dark cavity with light.


Both men stared, open-mouthed, at what was inside. It was more than they could have dreamed of.


‘Quick. Let’s get her out.’










Chapter One



Wiltshire, England, August 2016


Summertime had England in its grip. The heatwave baking the Continent had finally hit British shores and the nation was revelling in its signature jubilant mood that was always unzipped any time the mercury nudged the thirties – deck-chairs dotted the parks, freckles multiplied, children played in fountains and residential streets reverberated to the slap of flip-flops on bare feet.


Not that Flora Sykes could see or hear any of this. Her parents’ back garden – eight acres in the Wiltshire countryside – was bordered by high beech hedges and carpeted in camomile lawns, and she had been blissfully face down and unconscious on the lounger by the pool since arriving, a cool three hours after she’d stepped off the plane. Her big brother Freddie was still nowhere to be seen, sleeping like a student; her father was on the golf course; and her mother, swatting away Flora’s half-hearted, exhausted offers to help, was efficiently plunging langoustines into boiling water, apparently unmoved by the creatures’ Nemo-like attempts to escape by wriggling the plastic bags they were held in across the worktops.


Flora had intended to read. One of her New Year’s resolutions involving working less and playing more had been to read everything on last year’s Man Booker longlist, but by March that had been amended to reading the shortlist and now she would just be grateful to get through this first book that she’d bought in January and was still only a third of the way through. The problem was adrenalin. Her life was ruled by it – long, intense, work-around-the-clock bursts, followed by crashes into oblivion – and it left precious little time or energy for pastimes like reading.


This week had been a case in point. She had woken up in Palm Beach on Monday, Chicago on Wednesday, and had squeezed in a meeting and drinks party in Manhattan yesterday, before darting to JFK in her cocktail dress for the red-eye to Heathrow.


‘Cup of tea, darling?’ Her mother’s voice, distant, sounded in her ear. She heard the chink of china on limestone. ‘And you need to put some more lotion on. Your shoulders are beginning to go pink.’


A warm hand touched her skin, testing across her shoulders for proof. Flora raised her head, a cloud of butter-blonde hair falling over her face. ‘Huh?’ she groaned.


‘Oh, darling, I worry about you. All this jet lag plays havoc with your system.’


Flora flipped her hair back and tried to push up into a sitting position. Her mother was swinging her legs onto the lounger next to her, a copy of The Lady on her lap and a matching tea in her hands. Her straw hat threw shade over a face that was still beautiful, even in her late fifties.


Flora fiddled with the straps of her Liberty-print cotton bikini – not great for swimming in but she had no intention of getting wet; well, assuming Freddie didn’t chuck her in – and reached for the tea. The steam pinked her already sleep-flushed face as she drowsily watched the electric-blue dragonflies skimming the water’s surface, swallows swooping in the clear skies above.


‘You work too hard. It’s not good for you.’


‘I know but I can’t step back at the moment. I need to keep bringing in new clients – it’s what Angus hired me for. I can relax a bit come Christmas.’


‘Christmas? Darling, you’ll be long dead by then. It’s only August. Frankly, I’m worried you won’t see out the day.’


‘Well, of course you are, you’re always worried. You’d worry about not having anything to worry about,’ Flora smiled. ‘When’s Daddy getting back?’


Her mother glanced across, eyebrows hitched and a sceptical expression in her blue eyes. ‘I said lunch was twelve-thirty – so one.’


‘And when is lunch?’


‘Two.’


Flora chuckled. Her father’s tardiness was legendary. He had been late to his own wedding (burst tyre on the Aston), the hospital when Freddie was born (traffic in Mayfair), the hospital when she was born (the dog got lost in Hyde Park and the ambulance couldn’t wait) and his brother’s funeral (the high street closed for the farmers’ market in Marlborough). The only things he had never, ever been late for – not once in forty years – were his auctions. He had been chief auctioneer at Christie’s throughout the late eighties until fairly recently when he’d retired; the auctions were known as lively, rambunctious affairs more akin to shooting parties and he had been feted for his witty commentaries which whipped up both mood and appetite and meant that, more often than not, he brought the hammer down on record prices.


But lunch, they all knew, could wait. No doubt he would still be hacking divots into the sixteenth green at twelve-thirty, in spite of his very best intentions to obey his adored wife.


‘Freddie’s sleeping late,’ Flora observed, catching sight of the time as she sipped her tea. It was twelve-fifteen already, although her body was telling her it was dawn.


‘. . . Yes. He is.’


Flora tipped her head back against the teak and looked across at her mother. ‘What?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Mummy, I know that tone. What is it?’


Her mother glanced over but Flora could tell she didn’t really see her. ‘He’s very thin.’


‘He’s always thin.’


‘Well, he’s lost a lot of weight then. I don’t think he’s eating properly.’


‘I can almost guarantee it,’ Flora said with a groan, extending a leg to examine her pedicure. Three weeks in and it was holding up well. ‘This is the man who uses the possibility of scurvy as justification for buying multi-packs of Frazzles, remember.’


But her mother didn’t laugh as she looked over the stretch of springy lawns. ‘I think something’s wrong.’


Flora chortled. ‘You always think something’s wrong.’ If her father was perpetually late, her mother was perpetually worried. Then she caught sight of her mother’s expression. ‘Mummy, the only thing that’s wrong is he’s missing Aggie, I bet. He’s finally realized what a whopping great mistake he made finishing with her, that’s all.’ She dropped her foot back down and, closing her eyes, enjoyed the feeling of the sun beating down on her skin. ‘Aggie’s the best thing that ever happened to him.’


‘Apparently she’s already going out with someone new.’


Flora opened one eye. ‘Who told you that?’


‘I do have my own contacts you know, darling. Coffee mornings weren’t invented by your generation.’ A pained expression flitted over her mother’s face. ‘Silly boy.’


Flora shifted position onto her side, tucking her knees in tight. ‘Listen, she might make him sit up and beg for a bit, but there’s no question she’ll take him back.’


Her mother’s lips pressed together as they always did when she was concerned. Flora recognized it from the day of her Maths Common Entrance exam, the day her father took his helicopter-licence test, the day Freddie announced he was running the Marathon des Sables . . . ‘I hope you’re right.’


They fell quiet, only the sound of pages being turned interrupting the symphony of bees working in the hydrangea bushes, blackbirds singing from the oak tree and Bolly their labrador’s, tail thumping sporadically on the tiles whenever Flora dropped her hand down to stroke his coat as he lay in the shade beneath her lounger.


Her mother closed the magazine and turned to face her, trying to seem brighter. ‘So, tell me your news – and I don’t mean work. Are you seeing anyone at the moment?’


Flora cast a sideways glance at her mother without moving her head. She suppressed a sigh. ‘No. No time.’


Her mother too suppressed a sigh. ‘Darling, you have to make time. How can you ever expect to meet someone if you spend your life in vaults and warehouses and galleries and on planes?’


‘I meet plenty of people, Mummy. Just none who are . . .’ She searched for the right word.


‘Special?’


‘I was going to say “different”, but yes, same thing I guess.’


‘Different from what?’


Flora shrugged, even though she knew perfectly well. She met hundreds of men in her line of work – dealers, gallery owners, collectors, art historians, specialist repairers, not to mention clients though of course she’d never consider crossing the line and dating one of them – but they invariably boiled down to two types. Men like her boss, Angus: bespoke-suited, ex-public school educated, elitist and cliquey. Or her father: erudite, eccentric, larger than life but hopeless with anything practical, absent and vague on the mundanities of daily life. She wanted someone with a bit of ‘edge’.


‘It’s just you’re such a beautiful girl. I can’t understand why you haven’t been snapped up already.’


‘I’m not a pot of yoghurt!’ Flora laughed. ‘I don’t have a best-before date.’


‘Now that’s naive, darling. Of course you do. All women do.’


Flora allowed the sigh to escape her this time. She wished her mother would let this subject drop. ‘Look, Mum – I’m perfectly happy with my life the way it is. It’ll happen when it happens. You can’t go looking for it.’


They fell into a silent truce, both of them watching a couple of blackbirds hopping on the lawn and pecking for worms. Flora knew she didn’t need to hold Bolly back as she would once have done – he was too arthritic to care these days, preferring to snooze in the shade.


‘So is the slaughter in the kitchen concluded?’ Flora asked, changing the subject.


‘Perfectly boiled and pink and warm,’ her mother said with satisfaction. She was as elegant a cook as she was a dresser. ‘And I’ve done your brother’s favourite cheesecake for pudding.’


‘Oh good, that’ll get him out of bed then. I’m beginning to think we might have to plant a small explosive device outside his bedroom door.’


Her mother chuckled even as she winced, just as a crunch of wheels on the gravel made them twist and turn to see Flora’s father flying up the drive, the cream top down on his XK8, his perfectly white hair cresting in the wind as the sound of Fleetwood Mac poured into the slipstream behind him.


‘I don’t believe it!’ Flora exclaimed in astonishment. ‘He’s actually on time.’


‘Yes, but still driving like he’s late.’ Her mother tutted as she swung her legs off the sunbed and slid her pedicured feet into her white leather slides. ‘Honestly, he’ll have the heads off my delphiniums! Who does he think he is? Stirling Moss?’ She sighed, taking Flora’s empty teacup from her hands and walking across the lawn to her husband, happy to have something else to worry about.


Within the half-hour, the morning’s quiet slumber had been pulled from the house like a dust sheet off a chair and Radio 4 was blaring out as her father emerged ruddy-cheeked and ravenous from the shower, the floor still scattered with pinhole templates of mud from his golf shoes.


‘Hi, Daddy.’ Flora smiled as her father caught sight of her sitting sideways on the worktop, her feet in the sink – a favourite resting position when at home, ever since the time she’d fallen in nettles when she was eight and her mother had cooled her burning, itching feet in iced water. She braced herself for the exuberant kiss that he’d plant on the centre of her forehead, a hand clasped over each of her ears so that the world was temporarily muffled, as though underwater. ‘Good round?’


Her words brought pain, it appeared, as his wide smile faded and he slapped a hand across his own forehead. ‘Terrible! Bloody awful!’ he moaned. ‘I’d have played better hitting the damn ball with a hoover! I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’


‘I’ll tell you what’s wrong with you,’ her mother said, snipping a fresh sprig of rosemary from the window box, her eyes on a squirrel digging for acorns rather too close to the lobelias for her liking. She rapped on the window smartly, sending it skittering back up the nearest oak. ‘That extra glass of Maury last night, that’s what.’


There followed an aghast silence.


‘But darling, we were having figs!’ her father protested as soon as he’d recovered, agog that it could even be considered that they might be eaten without the Maury’s accompanying top notes of pomegranate molasses.


‘You know what I’m saying,’ her mother replied, turning back to them both but pinning her husband with an expression of reproach. He tried to catch her for a kiss as she pulled the olive bread from the Aga, her slim arms swamped in the oven gloves. ‘The Pouilly-Fumé was perfectly sufficient.’ She handed him the tray of rosemary-sprinkled bread in lieu of the kiss. ‘Put that on the table for me, please.’


Flora giggled as her father – sporting a particularly colourful ensemble of cherry-pink shorts and a grass-green polo shirt – shuffled away, disconsolate at his wife’s insistence on worrying about the state of his liver. Between his speeding, his wine consumption and the state of the kitchen floor, he was well and truly in the doghouse. ‘Poor Daddy.’


Her mother was heaping the warm, shelled langoustines onto the club salad, and Flora, spotting her chance, stole a slice of avocado. Her mother automatically went to reprimand her with a slap on the wrist, then thought better of it and handed Flora another slice herself. ‘You need feeding up. Now call your brother, will you, please?’ she said, lifting the laden serving plate. ‘Then bring through those napkins and the flowers.’


‘Yes, sir!’ Flora saluted, clicking her heels in the sink and grinning as her mother walked away with a sigh and a shake of her head.


‘Honestly.’


Flora jumped down from the worktop and went and stood at the bottom of the stairs in the hall. ‘Hey! Ratfink!’ she hollered as loudly as she could. ‘Lunch in the garden now or I’m sending in the army!’


‘If I’d wanted to let the neighbours know we were eating, I’d have invited them over,’ her mother said wryly as Flora trotted out into the garden a moment later and set down the oyster-pink linen napkins and a milk jug filled with freshly cut white sweet peas.


‘Bet he’s up now though,’ Flora grinned, sidling into the chair beside her father and tearing off a chunk of the still-warm bread.


Her father reluctantly poured the lime soda which his wife was trying to sell to him as an equally refreshing alternative to a champagne spritzer and she took a sip and closed her eyes, feeling the condensation running down the chilled glass onto her hand, the drowsy throb of the midday sun like a pulse on her skin. She didn’t need to open them again to know her brother was finally crossing the grass. Yes, she’d heard the creak on the bottom stair, heard the French door knock against the wall, but she’d always been able to detect when he was nearby – hence his nickname for her, Bat Ears, which had morphed over the years into Batty. There were just under two years between them but they had been inseparable from the moment her mother had brought her home from the hospital, with Freddie climbing into her cot each night and sharing his favourite toy. He’d looked out for her in the school playground on her first day and helped her on her paper-round on Sundays (at her father’s insistence they earn their own money) when the supplements meant the papers were too heavy for her to carry; he’d promised not to tell their mum when the butterfly tattoo she got on her hip became infected; he’d threatened to beat up any of his friends who tried to hit on her and had vetted those boys she did date, more fiercely than their father had.


‘In your own time, Ratty,’ she grinned, lazily opening her eyes and pinning him with a grin. ‘We’ll just starve to death out here while you— holy shit!’


‘Flossie! Language!’ her mother scolded.


But Flora couldn’t take her eyes off her brother – her lanky, rangy, sandy, mop-haired brother still covered in the boyish freckles they’d once tried to count by joining them up with permanent marker. But the lopsided smile that had got him off numerous detentions had clearly slid off him somewhere along the M4, along with eight kilos.


He pointed a finger straight at her as she literally jumped to attention. ‘Don’t start! You look minging,’ he said. ‘Seriously, sis, lay off the pies.’


She wanted to laugh. It was his usual joke, normally received with great hilarity, but she noticed that no one was laughing today. ‘What the hell’s happened to you?’ she asked, her eyes trying to persuade him to seriousness.


‘Flora, lang—’ her mother said again, but from the corner of her eye, Flora saw her father’s hand shoot forward and quieten her.


He shrugged. ‘Nothing. Chill.’


‘But you’re so thin!’ she cried, almost laughing at the irony that he was trying to pretend everything was fine.


‘Pot. Kettle. Black,’ he replied, flopping artfully into the spare chair and taking a glug of lime soda. He pulled a face and scowled at the glass, then cast a sceptical look at his father who could only shrug in reply.


‘Mum, tell him,’ Flora ordered.


‘I have, darling, and I told you too,’ she replied, heaping an extra-large helping of salad onto his plate. ‘Why do you think I ordered an extra kilo of langoustines?’


Freddie seemed to pale at the sight of it, his fork inert in his hand.


‘You look properly shocking,’ Flora said, putting her elbows on the table and staring him right in the eye, refusing to let it drop. She knew her brother better than anyone. ‘For real. What’s going on?’


He opened his mouth to respond, but unlike the food that he couldn’t seem to put in it, the words by contrast couldn’t seem to get out. He just shrugged.


A long silence opened up into which concern rushed. They were all definitely worried now. Freddie might not be able to eat but he could always, always talk. Flora watched him, her mind racing. Had he heard that Aggie was dating again? Had it knocked him more than they had anticipated?


But there was no time even to ask. The sudden scraping of his chair on the flagstones made them all jump.


‘I can’t do this,’ he mumbled.


‘Freddie?’ their father enquired, concern stripping his voice of its usual humour, as Freddie strode back towards the house, his arms swinging too high, too wildly.


The rest of the family stared at one another – shocked, alarmed, shaken.


‘You two are close. Has he said anything to you?’ her mother asked in a low voice, her elbows on the table. ‘Anything at all that could explain this?’


Flora shook her head, still looking into the space he had just travelled through, as though he’d torn through the fabric of the air and left it hanging in rags behind him.


‘I’m going after him,’ her father said, throwing down his napkin on the table, but Flora put her hand on his forearm and stopped him.


‘No, let me,’ she insisted.


She stood and ran into the shaded house, the old floorboards creaking beneath her weight, branches of the jasmine trailing in through the open windows, honeysuckle blossoms nodding behind the glass, her fingers sliding over the bumpy walls as she took the stairs two at a time. She put her head in at his bedroom door but she already knew she wouldn’t find him in there, and instead continued up the staircase to the attic room at the top. It was decorated in a turquoise Toile de Jouy paper, heavy gingham curtains hanging at the small windows and a broken clock tossed on the bed, forgotten. It had once been the au pair’s room but the two of them had been undeterred by that, forever sneaking past whichever sleeping German or Swedish girl was there at the time, en route to their secret hiding place.


She stopped by the wall and opened the small hatch built halfway up it, which they had been strictly forbidden from ever opening when they were young. She crawled through, emerging moments later onto the flat section of roof, a hidden valley obscured from sight of the garden by the slopes of all the gable ends. Freddie didn’t look surprised to see her as she scooted over to him, keeping low out of habit.


They used to sunbathe up here, and sneakily learned to smoke too, although Freddie had drawn the line at them drinking up here – alcohol and heights weren’t a good idea.


‘Tell me what’s wrong,’ she said quietly, sitting against him. Usually they leaned back, pressing themselves against the roof tiles either to feel the sun on their faces or to watch the moon, but today he was hunched forward like a curled-up beetle, his elbows on his knees, his head dropped low.


‘Can’t.’ He shook his head.


She clasped his arm as his words confirmed her worst fear that she wasn’t imagining this, it wasn’t her mother’s overblown anxiety that something was wrong. It really, truly was. ‘Whatever it is, I’m on your side. You know I am.’


He shook his head, staring at her sidelong. ‘You won’t be. Not this time.’


‘Freddie, there is literally nothing that you could say that would ever make me doubt you. You’re my big brother. I adore you.’


He dropped his head down, squeezing his hands together so tightly, his knuckles blanched white. She winced on his behalf.


‘Is it why you wanted us all to be here this weekend?’ She had had to move heaven and earth to bring her diary into alignment with his unusual request that they all gather here.


‘I thought I could do it. I thought I could tell you all. I thought it was the right thing to do . . .’


‘You can,’ she whispered. ‘It is.’


‘No. I can’t.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I was watching you all down there and you’re the same as you’ve always been. You so perfect and sarcastic and sweet, Dad so bluff, Mum making everything beautiful and worrying about nothing.’ He paused. ‘Only now she really has got something to worry about. I’ve ruined it.’


‘Ruined what?’


‘Us – our family. And I can’t bear to see the looks in your eyes when I tell you.’


It was her turn to fall quiet, her eyes scouring his face as he pulled away again, his emotions pleating inwards as though hiding from her gaze. ‘What have you done, Freddie? You have to tell me.’ Her grip tightened on his arm. ‘You know we’re not getting down from here until you do.’


He took a juddering breath. ‘It’s not true. You have to believe me.’


‘And I will, I promise. I already do.’


‘You don’t know what it is yet.’


‘No. But I know you. I support you. I love you.’


He nodded and dropped his head down, letting the tears come first. And then, finally, the words.










Chapter Two



London, one week later


The auction room was packed, with every seat taken and people standing in a crowd at the back. Everyone was talking and laughing loudly, catalogues in hand and eyes skippy as they evaluated who was here – and more importantly who wasn’t – and the deep banks of Sotheby’s staff manning the phone and internet bids.


Flora shifted position in her seat, the bidding paddle obscured in her lap by the soft folds of her pink silk skirt. She made a point of never getting involved with this presale gossip and conjecture. It might be good for networking but she didn’t like to bring attention to herself when she wanted to clinch a sale; there was something to be said for understatement, a light touch. And besides, in her opinion, networking was always far more effective with a good dress and a cocktail in one’s hand.


She waited patiently while the Peter Doig oil painting was wheeled out by gloved porters and the room regrouped. The Warhol Marilyn (Reversal), and the reason she was here, was up next but that wasn’t why her boss Angus was texting her every third minute. She ignored his latest update through the traffic as it buzzed in her bag. If he was so anxious to see what happened with the Bacon triptych, then he should learn not to fly in for the London Evening Sale on a New York flight that only landed forty minutes before the auction started. She exhaled her irritation quietly. She didn’t understand his constant need for chaos and action. Her boss thrived on adrenalin rushes and perpetual near-misses, as though a result was only validated by a dramatic narrative around it.


A man with florid cheeks and a red tie imprinted with monkeys balancing on teacups – Hermès, then – caught her eye, wordlessly communicating his question down the aisle with hitched-up eyebrows and a glance at the empty seat – the only one in the room – beside her. She shook her head sympathetically but firmly and, tapping at her watchless wrist, rolled her eyes. The man got the point, his mouth settling into an irritated line, and returned to the back of the room.


Flora brushed her blonde hair off her shoulders and fanned herself lightly with the paddle. It was a close night, the sky already blooming into a bruise as she had hopped out of the cab earlier, and thunder was forecast. She hoped she could get home before that happened. She hadn’t had time to collect her jacket from the office in her haste to get here from an overrun appointment and she didn’t fancy being caught in a downpour in this white silk shirt and her strappy red suede heels.


The door behind the auctioneer opened and the tension in the room tightened again, like cloth being pulled across a loom, as the Warhol screen print was wheeled out. Flora remained impassive, even though she felt the same quickening that made others gasp, murmur, smile. Unlike the bright rainbow colours of the better-known Marilyn screen prints which had been owned by stars almost as famous as the subject, this reversal was dark and brooding, a subversion of the disco-happy original: smoky black with smudges of neon pink, the negative of a film photograph, it was perfect for her clients, a young Russian couple who had swapped Moscow for Mayfair. She had worked carefully with them for the past eighteen months, building their bent for bold colour into a fledgling contemporary art collection that was already worth more than £11 million. She had taken them to the Fine Art Fairs in Maastricht and Palm Beach, closed on private deals for them at Chatsworth and in Dubai, and successfully bid in auctions in New York, Zurich and Los Angeles. Tonight, if she got it for the right price, the Warhol would fill the remaining blank wall above the bed in the master suite. The client’s wife had already instructed her decorators to repaint the room in gold leaf in anticipation of its arrival.


The auctioneer, Giles, whom Flora knew from a (very) brief fling at university – dubious taste in pants, predilection for spanking – shuffled his papers and raised his head. The room fell into a hush again and Flora set to work.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, we come now to lot twelve: one pink-and-black Marilyn print from the Reversal series, by Andy Warhol. Executed 1979 to 1986, the year before his untimely death. This is an acrylic and silkscreen ink on canvas.’ As he intoned venerably, his voice ringing crisp as a bell through the suspended crowd, Flora tried not to recall the sobbing messages he’d left on her phone when she’d finished with him. ‘Unframed . . .’


Flora listened like a teacher’s pet, even though she already knew what was coming next. She had fully examined the provenance and condition reports and was unperturbed by the hairline craquelure at the pull margins.


She was so absorbed that it took her a moment to realize Angus had taken his seat beside her, his tight strawberry blonde curls damp with sweat, round cheeks rosy, panting slightly as though he’d actually sprinted here from the airport. He had barely made it in time and she could see he was stressed, his favourite thing to be.


‘How’s it going?’ he stage-whispered, loosening his tie slightly as the bidding started up.


‘Fine.’ She kept her eyes on the auctioneer, her back straight as she kept track – without moving her head – of who was throwing their hat in the ring, clocking who was sitting with whom, representing whom, who was staying silent and still, who had turned down the corners of their catalogues to this lot, circled it with fountain-pen ink . . . It was no coincidence that she was an exceptional high-stakes poker player.


‘I thought—’


‘Don’t talk,’ she murmured, her eyes sticking on a man in a grey suit in the opposite corner, sitting angled in his chair, one arm slung across the back of it. He had placed an early bid but then fallen quiet; she could tell from his body language, though, that he wasn’t out of the game yet.


She didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t a dealer, trader or collector that she was aware of and the fine-art world was a small one. Since graduating from St Andrews with her degree in history of fine art six years earlier, Flora had worked in various roles at Phillips, Christie’s and the Saatchi Gallery before joining Angus’s eponymous agency, Beaumont’s Fine Art Agents, last year as a junior partner; as such, she was exceptionally well connected. She could put a name to nearly every face in this room and had sipped Manhattans at one time or another with most of them.


‘Sorry. Sorry, you do your thing,’ Angus whispered, sitting back and raking his fingers through his curls, as though loosening them.


The phones were busy too. Flora watched the Sotheby’s staff, looking for who was talking most to their clients. Anyone who needed ‘talking up’ would be out early; it was the quiet ones she was interested in. She calculated there were two serious buyers there.


The guy in the grey suit was still sitting in his almost louche position but the sinews in his neck kept twitching and she could see the tension in his hands as he tried to keep from raising them, to get back in the game.


Flora looked again at the phone bank. They were down to one there, the paddles in the air growing fewer as the numbers increased and the painting steadily slipped out of reach of the majority, like a yacht that had loosed her moorings and was heading for the horizon.


The auctioneer was looking round the room, the phone bidder now alone in the ring.


Flora looked at the grey-suited guy just as he nodded his head. Back in the game.


Satisfied by her accurate prediction, she let the two of them play for a bit. The estimate had been set between £1.2 and £1.8 million but they were at £1.92 million now and the pace of the sale had slowed down, with longer pauses between the bids. The bidder in the room was nearing his limit; Flora could tell from the way he spread his shoulders wide and forward, trying to release the tension in his neck. He was looking round the room more, too, checking no one else was coming in. He hadn’t spotted her – or if he had, he hadn’t considered her a threat.


Which was a mistake. This was why Angus had hired her. When it came to the saleroom, she had a fine pedigree for winning, but she was regimented too, never overspending her clients’ money. That was for amateurs.


She tossed her head lightly, feeling warm and relaxed, sensing that her moment was approaching. She sat straighter, her fingers clutching the paddle in readiness. They were at £2.1 million now, which was clearly not a number either bidder was comfortable with. She wasn’t thrilled with it herself – every increment over £2 million cut into potential growth profit, but the research she had undertaken in readiness for today had taken into account expansion in the contemporary market as well as global factors such as the Chinese economic slowdown, and she was happy to go to £2.3 million max, having estimated a minimum 2 per cent growth in the next five years, 8 per cent in the next ten. Even at that it would be a good return, a sound investment. Worth it. She was paid to make that judgement call.


Giles was pointing at Grey Suit now, his gavel in the air. He was scanning the room but with no real conviction of another bid.


‘Two point one five,’ he called. ‘Going once . . . going twice . . .’


She flashed her paddle, bringing an audible gasp from the people sitting immediately in the vicinity who already had their hands poised to clap. Giles’s auctioneer’s eyebrows shot to the top of his head as he saw her, his arm already raised above his head in anticipation of dramatically swooping down and concluding the sale.


‘I have two point two!’ he cried, in disbelief as much as happiness.


Grey Suit swivelled in his seat, his languid pose completely banished as he looked to see who was gazumping him at this last moment. Flora didn’t move a hair.


Grey Suit’s arm shot up – angrily, defiantly.


‘Two point two five.’ Giles looked back at Flora and she nodded again. ‘Two point three.’ He looked across at Grey Suit.


‘Two point five!’ the man shouted, with an imperial flourish of his hand.


There was another collective gasp, murmurs of appreciation, some chuckles. The gauntlet had been thrown.


Flora tutted and sat back, shaking her head. She was out. She wouldn’t breach her ceiling.


Grey Suit smirked and faced the front again, clapping himself as the gavel came down a few moments later and the prize was his.


‘Oh, bad luck, Flora,’ Angus murmured as the crowd cogitated.


‘Not really. Christie’s Palm Beach have got the Elizabeth Taylor next month. I wasn’t happy about going over two anyway. He’s paid way over the odds, typical amateur getting carried away. Are you staying for the Bacon?’


‘I can’t believe you’re not,’ he said, shifting his legs as she stood up and made to pass.


‘Dinner plans.’


‘Date?’


‘Something like that. See you tomorrow. I’ll be in late. I’m having breakfast at the Wolseley with the new head of Old Masters at Phillips.’


‘Have fun,’ Angus called after her as she politely made her way down the row, past all the angled legs.


‘Which one – dinner or breakfast?’


‘Both!’


She smiled, reaching the aisle at the same time as Grey Suit. She held out her hand for him to shake.


‘Congratulations,’ she smiled. ‘It’s a wonderful piece.’


‘I think so,’ he said with a triumphant smirk.


They began to walk towards the back. Flora needed to return her paddle; Grey Suit needed to pay.


‘It’s a shame you couldn’t stretch to it,’ he said, motioning for her to go ahead as they squeezed past those people still coming in, hoping to see – or bid for – the Bacon. ‘It was just getting interesting.’


Flora resisted the urge to roll her eyes. He clearly wasn’t a professional – dealer, agent . . .


‘Well, I was never going to go to those numbers. Two point three was my limit. You must have really wanted it,’ she said, reaching the registration desk and handing over her paddle with a smile.


‘Two point three?’ Grey Suit echoed, his bombast deflated, realizing that his braggadocio in making such an aggressive counter-strike had cost him an unnecessary £150,000. If he had only waited one more bid, not felt so emasculated by being almost outbid by – heaven forefend – a younger woman.


Ouch. Flora winced as she saw him process the hit. ‘As I said, though, it’s a superb work. You’ll make money on it,’ she smiled, turning to leave. ‘Eventually.’


She left Grey Suit gawping after her, counting the cost of his pride, as she pushed through the doors and went to get her bags. The place was only getting busier as people squeezed past her into the already crammed space – collectors, gallerists, restorers, agents, back-office personnel, even the bar staff: the Bacon triptych was coming up next and the real action of the night was about to commence; the starting bid alone was a princely £12.5 million.


She was just handing over her ticket when Angus came rushing up. ‘Thank God I caught you,’ he panted, his face alive with delight.


‘What’s wrong?’ she asked patiently, an eyebrow arched and knowing something dramatic must have happened for him to be standing here with her. Bidding had just started on the Bacon and he’d flown in from New York especially to witness it.


He shook his head. ‘Something more important’s come up.’


‘What could possibly be more important than Bacon?’ she smiled. He was so easy to tease.


‘I’m afraid you’re going to have to cancel your breakfast meeting and anything else you’ve got booked for the rest of the week. We need to be in Paris, first thing in the morning.’


‘Why?’


He turned the phone towards her so that she could see the message on the screen. ‘This.’










Chapter Three



Paris


They were on the Rue de Rivoli by quarter to ten and settled in the salon of the Vermeil family’s palatial Haussmann town house nine minutes after that. Angus paced by the windows, checking his emails for something to do, as Flora took a mental inventory of the impressive artworks hanging on the walls.


She was admiring a Canaletto when the tall panelled door was opened and Madame Vermeil walked in. Flora rose to her feet, grateful for the tiny weights sewn into the hem of her navy Valentino dress which pulled out creases and kept her looking fresh, even after a dawn start and three-hour journey. She hoped, though, as she took in Madame Vermeil’s classic quilted Chanel ballerinas, that the Rockstud flats weren’t too much.


Angus strode towards their hostess with his worn-in smile, hand outstretched to clasp hers and press it to his lips. ‘Lilian, you look rapturously well.’


Madame Vermeil’s greeting in return was every bit as warm. The private-client sphere of fine art fostered close relationships which, if handled well, stretched over generations with the grander families. Flora could tell from Angus’s greeting alone that this was one such bond. On the train over he had handed her a file briefing her on the family’s background – Swiss ancestry, fortune made in telecoms, big charity players, even bigger political contacts. Jacques Vermeil, her husband, was an eminent cardiologist.


‘Allow me to introduce my new associate, Flora Sykes. I stole her away from Saatchi to head up our European operations.’


‘Sykes,’ Madame Vermeil murmured thoughtfully, swinging her gaze onto Flora’s still form.


‘Indeed. You may know Flora’s father – Hugh Sykes, former chairman of LAPADA and before that—’


‘Chief auctioneer at Christie’s,’ Madame Vermeil finished for him. ‘But of course. I was in the room when he sold the Sunflowers for – twenty-five million pounds, was it?’


‘Twenty-four point seven five, yes,’ Flora nodded. She knew the number by heart even though she hadn’t even been born then. The story of her father roaring up the drive in his E-Type, gravel spraying the lupins, before bounding into the house and straight down to the cellar where he grabbed the bottle of Puligny-Montrachet and drank it in the rose garden with her mother and the gardener, was so ingrained, both she and Freddie felt they had been there themselves.


‘The atmosphere in the room that day, I have never forgotten it. People literally could not breathe,’ said Madame Vermeil, her hands clasping her throat, ‘as the numbers they went up and up and up. There had never been anything like it before that.’


‘I know,’ Flora smiled. ‘My mother says my father’s feet didn’t touch the ground for a month afterwards.’


Madame Vermeil regarded her closely. Though surely in her late fifties, she was a tall, undernourished woman with prominent bone structure and short, coiffed ash-blonde hair, her grey-blue eyes quick as darting fishes. She had the BCBG Parisian look down pat too – narrow navy trousers that finished just above defined ankles, a dove-grey matt satin blouse and a thread of pearls resting at the base of her throat. ‘So then, you have joined the family business. Art is in your blood.’


‘Yes, I think it was pretty much considered a foregone conclusion the day I used a Limoges dinner service to have a tea party with my dolls. Besides, I’m not sure my father would ever have spoken to me again if I’d gone into law.’


‘That was something you considered?’


‘For a while.’


Madame Vermeil looked across at Angus. ‘Brains as well as beauty – you chose wisely, Angus.’


‘Don’t think I don’t know it,’ he laughed. ‘I’ve barely had to pay for a lunch in the last three months – the phone’s ringing off the hook with people wanting to take us out, I wonder why.’


Madame Vermeil laughed lightly and the sound was like sunlight bouncing off crystal. ‘Flora, please call me Lilian. Come, you must sit,’ she said, placing a small yellowed envelope on a side table and moving towards the ice-blue velvet sofa, her Chanel flats silent on the corn-yellow silk rug.


Flora and Angus sat together on the opposite sofa, abundant blooms of fondant-pink peonies frothing from urns beside them and the honeyed morning light spilling through the floor-to-ceiling windows, draping over the furniture like bolts of liquid silk.


‘You must forgive me for not being here to greet you. I was in discussion with Monsieur Travers, our notary. You can imagine, this has all been a great surprise to us. It is not every day that you learn you have a property that has been completely forgotten, non?’


‘Indeed,’ Angus agreed warmly. ‘I was at the Bacon sale last night when I received your text and everything else faded into insignificance. In fact, I still don’t know what it sold for.’ He looked at Flora quizzically.


‘Twenty-seven million,’ she replied.


Angus gave a laugh and a shrug as he turned back to his client. ‘Who knew? Who cares? The possibility for what may be discovered in your home is far more exciting.’


Madame Vermeil nodded. ‘Well, you are the only person who knows, outside of the family. We would not want there to be any publicity concerning it, not least because Jacques’ mother has not taken the news with the same delight. In fact, she is positively displeased.’ She looked across at Flora. ‘Angus has told you the details of what has happened?’


‘Yes. I’ve never heard of such a thing. It really hasn’t been opened in seventy-three years?’


Madame Vermeil shrugged. ‘We knew nothing of it until we received the letter. Our notary Monsieur Travers, who has been forced to come back early from his holiday to deal with this, has been obliged to confirm that he has the deeds to the property, but there is seemingly a codicil on my father-in-law’s will which insisted it should not be disclosed until after both his and Jacques’ mother’s deaths. Well, my father-in-law died during the war, of course, when Jacques was just a small boy, but his mother is alive and living in Antibes.’


‘So technically speaking, you aren’t supposed to know about it yet?’ Angus murmured.


‘Exactly so. This is why Magda is so upset about it. She feels it has contravened François – her husband’s – final wishes.’


‘So your mother-in-law knew about the property?’ Angus asked.


Lilian paused, making a tiny clicking sound with her tongue on the roof of her mouth. ‘Yes. I believe she did. Unfortunately, she is quite insistent that we are not to visit the apartment.’


Flora bit her lip thoughtfully, wondering why Madame Vermeil’s parents-in-law wanted the house to remain hidden until after their deaths. What were they going to find in there?


Madame Vermeil reached out to the small envelope on the side table and opened it, pulling out a large, old key. ‘Monsieur Travers just gave me this.’ She held it up for Angus to take. ‘I’m afraid you will have to go without me. My mother-in-law may be very old, but she is still a strong woman.’ A smile came into her cool eyes. ‘Even now, I would not dare to defy her.’


Angus stared at the key before taking it. ‘Forgive me for pressing, Lilian, but if your father-in-law’s will stipulated the apartment should remain a secret until after his and your mother-in-law’s deaths, but your mother-in-law is still alive, surely the wishes of the codicil still stand? I just want to establish that we are following due process, you understand. If we should find anything of value inside the property, we would not want there to be any sort of accusation that you came to it unlawfully.’


Madame Vermeil smiled. ‘I appreciate your diligence, Angus, but Monsieur Travers has assured me that the law is on our side. Our hand has been forced. The property was broken into and a letter forwarded on to us, informing us of its existence. The bonds of the codicil are worthless now that we know about it. Besides, there are practicalities to consider and we must be realistic. My dear mother-in-law celebrates her centenary next year. One has to presume this would have been revealed to us anyway in the next few years, at the very most.’ She arched an eyebrow ever so slightly, suggesting it probably would be – she wished it to be – sooner than that and Flora deduced that the relationship between the two women was not a close one.


‘Do you mind my asking – who sent you the letter?’ Flora asked, leaning forwards slightly, fascinated. As a child, she had devoured all of Agatha Christie’s novels and if Angus had a bent for melodrama, she had a similar leaning for mysteries.


‘The people who broke in,’ Madame Vermeil replied, throwing her hands out in the air in equal surprise.


‘And they sent you a letter?’ Flora couldn’t disguise her astonishment. ‘They broke in and sent you a letter?’


Madame Vermeil nodded again. ‘I know. Incroyable, non?’


Flora couldn’t stop her mouth from hanging open. ‘Well, what did it say? “Did you know you own this apartment?”’


Madame Vermeil laughed. ‘Pretty much, yes.’


Angus looked rather more pained. ‘Has anything been stolen, do you know? If these people were rooting around . . .’


There was a pause and the previous moment’s levity dissipated. ‘This we do not know and may never know,’ Madame Vermeil replied more solemnly. ‘We have no idea what is in there – if anything. How could we? It has remained hidden from us for all these years.’


Angus groaned. ‘It would be too awful for it to have lain untouched all that time, only to be looted of its most important treasures a week before you’re enlightened about it.’ He raked a hand through his hair but Flora could see her boss already attaching himself to this dramatic irony.


Madame Vermeil stretched her back elegantly in her own particular way. ‘If it is any consolation, I myself do not believe there can be anything of much value in there. My father-in-law was an astute man. He had to be, to build a fortune like this.’ She indicated the lavish room with a flick of her eyes. ‘Art was his entire world. He would not have left any great treasure locked up and hidden from view, mouldering in the dark.’


Beside Flora, Angus wilted at the logic, though the smile remained on his face. Was this just going to be a rifle through some upmarket bric-a-brac?


‘Oh dear, Angus, I do hope I have not raised your hopes too much in summoning you over from London,’ Madame Vermeil continued, her knowing eyes on her agent.


‘Not in the least. We are eager to assist in any way we can,’ he replied smoothly, smacking his palms lightly on his thighs. ‘We’ll simply inventory what we find, if we find anything, and then come back to you on the next steps – be it packing and redelivery, or valuing for a sale should you wish.’


‘I do hope the apartment is not empty.’ Madame Vermeil laughed suddenly, clapping her hands together and resting her chin on her fingertips. ‘Wouldn’t that just be too awful? All our hopes denied.’


It was rather harder for Angus to smile through that prospect. On the train over he’d been like a child on Christmas Eve, wondering what treasures they might find inside this hidden apartment of such a grand family. Flora had seen the business accounts in April. She well knew he’d overstretched himself with the new Tribeca space for the company’s New York headquarters; the business overdraft now more than £200,000. He needed this project to deliver on its promise of a long-lost haul and the commission that would come from dealing with it. ‘Me too, Lilian. Me too.’


Madame Vermeil lent them her driver to shuttle them over to the apartment. It was in the Montparnasse district in the 14th arrondissement, and the roads were blessedly free-flowing in the mid-morning sun, many of the capital’s families having already fled the city’s intense summer heat for the breezier climes of the Midi and Alpes-Maritimes regions.


Flora checked her make-up in her Chanel compact as they sped across the Place de la Concorde towards the river.


‘I still can’t believe the apartment stood untouched for all that time,’ she said, eyes alert to the slight pinch in her cheeks that came from last night’s late dinner date. (Nice but . . . well, nice.) ‘You’d think someone would have noticed that no one ever went in or out of it.’


‘People are busy,’ Angus said, without looking up from his iPhone. ‘They mind their own business, particularly in the smarter districts. And there’s a lot of overseas owners. Most people don’t own – they rent here – and the landlords like long lets with minimal hassle from their tenants. A mate of mine had to get his parents to act as guarantors for a lease and he’s thirty-eight!’


‘Yes, but nothing at all – in seventy-three years? Come on.’


Angus shrugged.


‘If nothing else, you’d imagine there must have been plumbing leaks from neighbours – or what about needing to read electricity meters? Or calculate rates?’


Angus paused and considered this. ‘I doubt it has any electricity. If it was abandoned in the war and no one ever sought to get it reconnected, the electricity board is hardly going to go looking for it.’


‘And the rates?’ she persisted stubbornly.


Angus looked back at her, bemused. ‘Well, the apartment clearly hasn’t been extended or altered in that time so I guess everything would have just gradually gone up with inflation. Lilian said it had all been set up by her father-in-law for the payments to be paid quarterly via the notary.’


‘But they said nothing to the family all that time? It’s weird!’


‘No. They were just doing their duty,’ Angus shrugged. ‘They’re not paid to pass comment.’


Flora looked back out of the window. They had crossed the river, and the wide boulevards and bountiful banks of flowers planted in strict formations along the Jardins des Tuileries had been replaced by labyrinthine streets that looped and twisted back on themselves, modest fountains or stand-alone trees populating tiny, dusty squares, metal grilles pushed back against shop walls. The roads narrowed to become one-way only and racks of bikes and scooters littered the kerbs.


She looked on with interest and a foreigner’s eyes. The properties here now commanded handsome prices but the area had only become really fashionable from the 1950s onwards; and for all its bohemian charm, the 14th was a far cry from the opulence of the Napoleonic Haussmann boulevards and town houses in the 16th district where the family now lived.


Their circumstances had clearly changed for the better in the intervening years, she thought as the car drew up outside a building where the render had long since been blackened. A cascade of decorative Juliet balconies scaled the wall, one at every window, but only a couple boasted tended window boxes on them and the paint on the bottle-green main door was dull and split.


Even as she looked up from the street, she could see that the dust on some of the windows was as thick as a net curtain. Flora glanced around at the neighbouring properties as she climbed out – at the bike on one balcony, washing on a collapsible airer on another – those apartments across the street only six metres away and the inhabitants surely able to peer in. Had they really never been curious about the complete absence of life in those rooms? Never questioned the eerie stillness, quietness, darkness that shrouded the apartment at all times?


Angus, eager to reassure himself against Madame Vermeil’s worry that their trip had been wasted, thrust the key into the communal door lock and bounded up the stairs two at a time, Flora’s footsteps a light staccato on the wooden treads behind him. They stopped on the fourth floor outside Apartment 8, the bronze figure on the door dull with age and neglect. Flora bit her lip, suddenly apprehensive. It felt odd to be standing on the threshold of a shuttered apartment that wasn’t theirs, to be the first people through and the family themselves denied.


Angus swore quietly under his breath as the key refused to move in the rusted lock; it took two hands to force it to turn and then his shoulder to the door to push back against the hip-height pile of fliers and post that had accumulated behind it. He squeezed in, telling Flora to wait until he could clear it out of the way and open the door, unimpeded.


A minute, several, dragged past. What was he doing in there?


‘Angus? Is everything OK?’ she called, pushing her face through the gap.


When finally he opened the door a moment later, his cheeks were florid with high excitement. ‘Sorry, I . . . Well, you’ll see. Come in.’ He opened the door wider and darkness spilled out like a cloud of bats. Flora stared into the gloom, Angus’s sharp-suited silhouette already retreating from her and disappearing into the shadows. ‘I’ll just check everything’s clear,’ he called over his shoulder like some TV cop.


She stood rooted to the spot. It was as though the packers had already arrived – pictures were stacked in rows on the floor, twelve, eighteen deep; leather-bound books piled high in leaning towers, and that was just in the hall. She followed Angus, stepping carefully around the collapsed mountain of post, her fingers tripping over the stacked paintings as she wove slowly past – was that a Matisse? – all the while coughing lightly as the stale air sank in her lungs, eyes automatically scouring for treasure: she saw a Napoleon convex mirror, round and topped with eagle motifs. Several hundred euros maybe. Nice but no cigar.


She did a quick estimate – there must be fifty, eighty, paintings in the hallway alone.


A door to the right was already open. Angus must have glanced in; from the sound of his footsteps on the stripped floors, he was tearing through the apartment for a quick look-see before settling in for a more detailed survey.


She peered in, aware of a powdery odour – more books, piles of them, some on the floor, the red and green cloth covers faded to mere tints, the corners fraying and pulling back like shed skin. Swagged curtains in burgundy silk hung as limp as broken bones, the rail coming away from the wall in one corner so that light escaped around the side; papers scattered across a desk.


She looked around the room, trying to see what wasn’t there – her eyes searching for lighter stains on the walls where paintings which might once have hung had now been removed, their absence delineated and marked out. But there was nothing amiss. Shelves laden with books entirely covered two of the walls, the windows a third, and the fourth wall was decorated with an Empire-print wallpaper that had begun to peel in the top corners. A couple of small watercolours of agricultural scenes hung on wire from the picture rails.


She heard the sound of something being scraped across the floors further along; Angus was clearly investigating. She quickly took a few snaps on her phone camera and walked out of the room, back into the hall.


A door in the wall revealed a small cloakroom – there were coats hanging on a rack, some shoes on the floor, and a black fedora on a shelf, the dimple of the finger-pinch almost white with dust. She reached out to touch the sleeve of an opera coat – crushed rose-pink velvet and bordered with a gold brocade; beside it, a woman’s brown tweed belted coat with leather buttons; beside that, a man’s dark grey Crombie coat, one single black hair on the collar.


She walked on, stopping in the doorway of the kitchen. Copper pans, long since oxidized to green, sat nesting one inside the other on a shelf; tea towels, stained and limp, hung from the rail of a grey gas stove with an enamel splashback; a rubber hot-water bottle dangled from a hook, its pleated gills cracked with age. A dainty gold-rimmed tea service with hand-painted burgundy-and-black roses was arranged neatly on a wooden dresser, one teacup missing and a large chip on the side of the milk jug. The handle of a mesh sieve was pushed behind, and held in place by, a copper pipe that ran down the wall; a wooden clothes airer was strung up to the ceiling on blackened rope; there was a well-worn butcher’s block still faintly stained; and a coal scuttle stood half full by a boiler, a misting of coal dust on the wall beside it.


Flora opened the narrow door in the darkest corner of the room, opposite the tall window that faced onto a patch of concrete and the back of the building behind, her eyes watering at the release of the sharp odour trapped within. The larder: she scanned rows of Kilner jars of pickled fruit and vegetables, a thick scummy skin of mould furring the tops of the liquid; a dish of lard; white enamel jars with Sucre and Farine written on them in red; tins of condensed milk; sachets of what she thought were powdered eggs . . . She closed the door again, the odour beginning to catch in the back of her throat.


She walked back out to the hall and towards the large room opposite, stopping in the doorway as she surveyed it in wonder. It was a tableau from another time – grey velvet curtains and pelmets dressed the windows, the walls were lined with duck-egg flocked wallpaper, an elaborate marble fireplace was topped with an ornate gilded mirror which was as stippled with age spots as an old man’s hand. But it was the stuffed ostrich Flora couldn’t help staring at – it was seven feet tall on spindled legs, and its glassy eyes and open beak gave the impression it was laughing, as though amused by the ivory satin bed-jacket draped insouciantly over its feathered back. Her eyes wandered obediently, professionally, to the finer details of the room: the crystal chandelier, blackamoor lamps, gold candlesticks, Aubusson rug, but it was the ostrich to which they kept returning – it invested the room with whimsy and glamour, bringing to her ear the sounds of long-faded laughter and conversation, the tinkle of crystal and jewels, the crackle of a fire and the sinuous sliding of silk. She could feel the lives that had once pulsed here, the social gaiety that must have been enjoyed in this very room before the horrors of war and then the enduring silence afterwards. She walked over and reached out a hand to touch the bird’s plumage—


‘Flora!’ Angus’s voice was muffled but she caught the tone of it, the slice of excitement. ‘In here.’


‘Coming.’ Her hand dropped down and she crossed the hall into the dining room, a carmine-red salon with twelve chairs pushed around a large rectangular table and dressed with a jacquard cloth. The tabletop was strewn with scattered objets and ornaments – a pair of china swans, Lalique crystal figurines, burnished silverware, balloon decanters . . . Angus was waiting for her, his feet hidden from view by the sheer number of boxes on the floor, and holding in his arms a large framed portrait of a young girl.


‘Stream of consciousness, tell me what you think. What do you see?’


Flora frowned in concentration, taking in the rose tint on the girl’s cheeks, the paleness of her grey eyes, the high sash of her silk dress and the precise undulations of her bonnet. She saw the formal pose – the girl’s body turned slightly away, a closed parasol in her hand – and the stately manse in the background, horses nosing the grass, with softly whipped, sun-tinted clouds in the summer sky, hints of cadmium yellow. ‘It looks like Faucheux to me,’ she said with a breath of amazement.


‘Exactly.’


Faucheux had not been a prolific artist, dying of syphilis when he was only twenty-five, but he had already painted for some of France’s noblest families by the time of his death in 1811 and almost all his works were held in private collections.


‘God, when was the last time a Faucheux came onto the open market?’ she mused as Angus turned the painting around and propped it on a chair by the wall so that they could both look at it. ‘It was the fifties, wasn’t it?’


‘Something like that. I do know for a fact only two others have been sold since the artist’s death.’


Flora felt a spike of excitement. The painting was a good size, handsome, and the rarity factor meant there would be significant buzz around it. ‘What do you think for the reserve?’


Angus tapped his chin, eyes screwed tight. ‘Two hundred and fifty?’


She nodded. ‘I agree. I can think of four buyers off the bat who’d be interested.’


‘And I’ve got some contacts in the States who I know would sit up and beg for this.’


Flora felt her breath quicken. She looked around the room. Even apart from the pieces littering the table, there must be another five dozen paintings stacked in piles against the walls. The sheer volume of art and artefacts was staggering. There was far more, surely, than could ever have been hung on the walls here; the apartment was not grand or built on the lofty scale of the Haussmann town houses. What were they all doing here?


‘What else have you found?’ she asked, wandering over to the nearest lot and beginning to flick through them.


‘A lot of modernism, actually,’ Angus said, watching as she held up an accomplished pastel of a river view. ‘I’ve found a few Picasso sketches, a couple of Cézannes, Matisse, Dalí . . . Nothing standout or important but signed, nonetheless.’


‘Gosh,’ she murmured, remembering the Canaletto in Madame Vermeil’s drawing room. ‘Think we’ll get much for the ostrich?’ she smiled, crouching on her slim haunches and flicking carefully through the next batch of paintings.


He chuckled. ‘Unbelievable, isn’t it?’ he murmured, picking through the contents of a different box. ‘Another world.’


She scanned the batch carefully before sighing and folding her arms over her knees. ‘Anywhere else to check?’


‘Just the bedroom back there. I haven’t looked in yet. Didn’t make it past this bounty. Be my guest.’


Flora slipped from the room and into the bedroom. Like the drawing room, it stood as a memorial to a bygone age; there were no paintings stacked along the walls in here or sculptures on the bed. It was the colour of coral and champagne, with a rosewood dressing table and stool, a mahogany wardrobe and a small (by today’s standards) double bed.


Again, Flora cast a critical eye over the room like a detective at a crime scene. What could she tell from it? That Monsieur Vermeil’s mother had had long dark hair according to the hairbrush set on the dressing table, walked in a cloud of perfume thanks to the cut-crystal spray bottle beside it, and set her face with a swansdown puff. She had been a woman of some means – if not quite the extravagant wealth they enjoyed now – and if the silver brocade gown still draped on a mannequin was anything to go by, a woman of fashion too.


On the floor were her shoes – some feathered, others robed in velvet and satin – and a large crocodile-skin trunk was pushed against the wall. Flora lifted the half-closed lid, jumping back, startled, as a moth fluttered out, its crêpe wings stretching in the new space.


The windows rattled lightly in the breeze, the iron hook-lock only just doing its job. Flora walked over and, after a brief struggle, released the catch. The air inside the entire apartment was stuffy and stale, and she was beginning to feel cloistered, overwhelmed somehow. She closed her eyes with relief as the fresh day blew in.


Leaning on the pretty balcony, she looked out. In the apartment opposite, one floor down, a girl in her twenties was lying on a bed in just her underwear, headphones on and her foot tapping as she watched something on her iPad. She was oblivious to Flora’s stare, just as she’d been oblivious to this treasure trove staring her in the face. On the street below, a small van was trying to get past a guy on a moped who was talking on his mobile; a couple of women with ripped jeans and white sneakers swung their bags as they headed for the river.


Flora turned back into the room, astonished by the difference in light quality now that everything wasn’t filtered through a gauze of dust, and in the fraction of the moment it took to raise her head, she caught something of the original lustre of the coral curtains, the satin thread on the champagne counterpane glistening like a fish slipping through the water.


There was something else too, barely visible – it could almost have been confused for a trick of the light – a thin slip of white peeping out from the mattress, like a pocket handkerchief in a gentleman’s jacket. She walked over and, lifting the mattress just enough to release the weight, pulled free a letter.


Flora felt her curiosity swell, and then her disappointment as she saw it was written in German. Her knowledge of that began and ended with the basic manners of Danke  and Guten Tag. She could only make out that the name signed at the end matched the one typeset in grey ink at the top – Birgita Bergurren – and that it had been written on 14 October 1940. The paper had darkened with age to a nicotine tint and there were a few faint coil shapes of rust which must have come from the bed springs. It was so old and so delicate, it was a wonder the letter had survived this long, especially given its precarious hiding place.


Flora looked back under the mattress, checking for other letters or perhaps the envelope to say where it had come from, but there was nothing. She stared again at the paper – it was crinkled, as though it had been crushed in a fist before being smoothed open again. Was that simply the effect of being hidden under a mattress on which people had slept and turned and made love? Or perhaps something in the letter had upset the reader? A lover’s quarrel?


Why had it been hidden there?


She had to know, not least because it might contain some vital information for the family. If it was important enough to hide, then it must be important, full stop. She folded the letter and slipped it carefully into her pocket. Angus would know someone who could translate it for them.


She straightened the mattress, just as – further down the hall – she heard him dragging something across the floor. ‘Flora!’ he called. ‘I need a hand!’


‘Coming,’ she replied, noticing how her footsteps in the dust traced her path round the room like a deer’s in the snow.


Angus was standing beside a painting he’d propped up on a chair, one hand on his hip, the other on the frame. It was large, but more than that – arrestingly beautiful, showing a woman sitting on a garden bench in a long, vibrant yellow dress, her dark hair caught in swags, her face in profile as a parasol kept her in the shade. Indistinct blooms in lilac and rose clustered behind and a navy ribbon clasped her throat.


Flora stopped in her tracks as she absorbed the deftness of touch with the sable brush, the interplay of shadow and light, the exquisite mastery of texture and form. It was a masterpiece, of that there was no doubt, and she didn’t need to read the name in the bottom right to know who had rendered it.


‘Go on, say it,’ Angus beamed, looking as pleased as punch, closing his eyes. ‘I want to hear those words said out loud.’


Flora crossed her arms and smiled at him. Always so dramatic. ‘Why, Angus,’ she exclaimed wryly, playing along, excited herself. That overdraft was about to be paid off. ‘You appear to be holding a Renoir.’
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